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Abstract 
 
Researchers observing associations between age and political attitudes have 
frequently puzzled over what such relationships mean. Do they reflect aging or 
political maturation processes that occur over the life cycle or do they reflect 
differences between age cohorts or political generations? Cross-sectional 
sample survey data, the most common form of evidence available, is 
notoriously impotent in the face of such questions, since for the most part any 
observed correlation between age and political attitudes could be consistent 
with either explanation. Ideally, what is needed to address the issue 
appropriately is longitudinal panel data, in which the same individuals are 
monitored over a substantial period of time. Panel studies, however, are not 
only extremely rare but seldom run for the length of time required to allow for 
robust monitoring of age-related changes. In a less than ideal world, an 
alternative data source is repeated cross-section studies spread out over a 
significant period. This paper employs six cross-sectional surveys, collected 
over a decade and a half in an attempt to untangle life cycle and generational 
effects on political attitudes. 
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An age-old question: 
Are relationships between age and political attitudes a 
consequence of life cycle or cohort-replacement effects? 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
Social scientists have long puzzled over the theoretical meaning of observed 
relationships between age and various behaviours and attitudes. When there is an 
apparent tendency for a behaviour or attitude to increase or decrease with increasing 
age, does this reflect a maturing of outlook as individuals progress through the life 
cycle or does it reflect differences in outlook between different generations or age 
cohorts? These two different possible interpretations have vastly different practical 
implications.  
 
If age differences are about life cycle effects then we would expect that the overall 
distribution of the attitude or behaviour in question would largely remain constant over 
time, as older people with a certain propensity died out and were replaced by younger 
people, who would then over time develop attitudes more like those of the generations 
they were replacing. These cohorts would in turn be replaced by younger groups with 
differing attitudes and so the cycle would continue in a more or less balanced way. The 
effect of age would thus leave the overall profile of attitudes or behaviours within the 
population unchanged. Only if there were specific period effects that produced a 
general change across the whole public would we expect the overall balance of 
attitudes to vary.  
 
If, on the other hand, age differences are a reflection of generation effects, this implies 
that over time, even in the absence of period-specific effects, there could be large 
movements in the balance of attitudes or behaviours within the population as new 
generations with a fixed set of attitudes replace older generations with equally fixed but 
quite opposed attitudes. In this scenario, age differences in attitudes and behaviours 
very much point the way to ongoing changes in the public’s outlook. Generational 
changes, then, are suggestive of a dynamic society, driven by change, whereas life 
cycle effects would tend to underpin a relatively stable society. The practical implication 
is that in the former case public and social policies would need to change regularly 
whereas in the latter case they may often remain relatively static. 
 
 
Theory 
 
 
This paper focuses specifically on political attitudes and their relationship with age. A 
number of Australian studies, going back over the years, have considered such 
relationships from the point of view of life cycle or generational interpretations or both 
(for example, Goot, 1969; Aitkin, 1982; Bean, 1993). There are also various examples 
of studies with similar concerns in the more recent international literature (Watts, 1999; 
Gimpel, Morris and Armstrong, 2004). It is rare for studies to consider either approach 
in isolation even though there are quite different theoretical foundations for each.  
 
The theory behind the life cycle explanation of the relationship between political 
attitudes and age is a maturation theory (Zody, 1970). In this account individuals 
mature or develop as they age and as part of the aging process their outlooks change 
as they adapt to different circumstances they encounter over the course of their lives. 
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With respect to the political arena, this maturation process leads to an intensification of 
political attitudes and behaviour as the individual develops an increasing sense of the 
importance of the political process in reaction to experiences which demonstrate the 
relevance of politics to everyday life. 
 
The basis of the generational replacement explanation is political socialisation theory 
(Campbell et al., 1960; Butler and Stokes, 1974; Inglehart, 1990). Political socialisation 
theory suggests that individuals are socialised into the political process around the time 
they first enter the electorate. Naturally they are influenced by dominant political 
discourses and issues of the time and by the shape of the political landscape during 
this formative period. This can lead to particular age cohorts having distinctive sets of 
political attitudes and beliefs that reflect the concerns of the period in which they were 
socialised. Once these attitudes have developed and solidified they tend to remain 
relatively fixed throughout an individual’s lifetime, thus underpinning the concept of 
political generations. 
 
This paper examines a range of political attitudes over time in an attempt to weigh 
these theoretical explanations surrounding the age-attitude connection against 
empirical expressions of such relationships. A premise of the analysis is that cross-
sectional sample survey data collected at regular intervals over a substantial period (in 
this case, nearly fifteen years) will begin to reveal patterns that will shed light on 
whether the relationship between age and political attitudes depicted in any one survey 
is better characterised as representing a life cycle or a cohort-replacement effect.  
 
The sorts of patterns we might expect trend data to reveal are depicted schematically 
in Figure 1. The diagram shows five age cohorts, whose political attitudes differ as we 
move from the youngest to the oldest cohort. As time progresses the oldest cohort 
eventually exits the electorate, while an emerging cohort enters the electorate after a 
period and gradually cements its place. The diagram shows the differing patterns we 
would expect to see depending on whether life cycle or generational cohort effects 
were at work. If life cycle effects were prevalent the lines on the graph would slope 
upwards to the right (the solid lines in the graph) as each cohort’s attitudes became 
stronger with age. The turnover of the electorate, together with the intensification of 
attitudes among each age group would keep the overall pattern of attitudes more or 
less in equilibrium. If, on the other hand, generational replacement effects 
predominated, the lines on the graph would be more or less horizontal (the dashed 
lines in Figure 1) as each cohort maintained the attitudes it entered with. This would 
lead to an evolution in the pattern of attitudes as the influence of the older cohorts 
subsided over time and that of the younger cohorts grew.  
 
 
Data  
 
 
Cross-sectional sample survey data, the most common form of evidence available, is 
notoriously impotent in the face of the question being posed in this paper, since for the 
most part any observed correlation between age and political attitudes could be 
consistent with either the life cycle or generational explanations. In the absence of 
longitudinal panel data, which would be the best form of data to use if available, this 
paper employs six cross-sectional surveys, collected over a decade and a half in an 
attempt to untangle life cycle and generational effects on political attitudes. The paper 
uses data from six rounds of the Australian Election Study (AES), starting in 1990 and 
finishing in 2004. The AES is a nationally representative sample survey conducted by 
mail after each federal election using a systematic random sample drawn from the 
Commonwealth electoral roll. The sampling procedures and methods of data collection 
are similar across all the surveys (see, for example, Bean et al., 2005).  
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Figure 1: Life Cycle versus Cohort Effects 
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Oldest age group       - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -   
 
 
 
Older age group        - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
 
 
 
Younger age group   - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
 
 
Youngest age group   - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
 
 
 
Emerging age group                  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
 
 
Time 
 
 Life Cycle Effects 
 
- - - -     Cohort Effects 
 
Tables 1, 2 and 3 provide baseline data on seven different political attitudes and 
orientations which provide the empirical input into this analysis of life cycle versus 
generational replacement effects. Table 1 shows means and standard deviations for 
the variables, all rescaled to run from a low of zero to a high of 100. In the case of the 
direction of party identification and left-right self-placement, zero represents a Labor or 
left position and 100 a coalition or right position. Interest in politics, to take the first 
example, starts at a moderately high level in 1990 and largely maintains a similar level 
throughout the period covered, with only minor fluctuations from survey to survey (and 
with a moderate spread of opinion, as shown by the standard deviations). Strength of 
party identification and left-right self-placement also maintain relatively constant levels 
over the period. The direction of party identification, on the other hand, moves from 
being balanced towards Labor dominance in the early 1990s (as shown by the mean 
being under 50) towards to a distinct coalition dominance in 2004. This of course is 
entirely consistent with the swing from a Labor government to a coalition government 
over this period. The mean for left-right self-placement, hovering in the low to mid 50s, 
shows that Australian voters are consistently somewhat more inclined to rate 
themselves as being to the right in politics rather than to the left. Opposition to trade 
unions has, on the other hand, declined quite substantially (from quite a high base) 
over the period. Opposition to big business, by contrast, has increased somewhat, so 
that it is now as high as opposition to trade unions was. And, finally, opposition to 
Australia becoming a republic, having started at a moderately low level, has declined 
further. 
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Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations of Selected Political Attitude Variables, 1990-
2004 a 
 
 
 1990 
 
1993 1996 1998 2001 2004 
 
Interest in Politics 
 
 
Strength of Party Identification 
 
 
Direction of Party Identification 
 
 
Left-Right Self Placement 
 
 
Opposition to Trade Unions 
 
 
Opposition to Big Business 
 
 
Opposition to Australia becoming a Republic 
 
72 
(26) 
 
41 
(35) 
 
48 
(47) 
 
55 
(21) 
 
73 
(26) 
 
69 
(23) 
 
- 
 
 
 
72 
(26) 
 
44 
(35) 
 
48 
(46) 
 
53 
(22) 
 
69 
(31) 
 
69 
(26) 
 
42 
(34) 
 
69 
(27) 
 
42 
(36) 
 
52 
(44) 
 
55 
(20) 
 
69 
(31) 
 
70 
(25) 
 
41 
(34) 
 
72 
(26) 
 
43 
(35) 
 
49 
(44) 
 
54 
(20) 
 
62 
(30) 
 
73 
(23) 
 
36 
(33) 
 
68 
(28) 
 
42 
(35) 
 
53 
(44) 
 
53 
(20) 
 
60 
(29) 
 
74 
(23) 
 
36 
(35) 
 
70 
(27) 
 
44 
(36) 
 
56 
(43) 
 
53 
(21) 
 
56 
(28) 
 
73 
(23) 
 
39 
(34) 
 
a Entries are mean scores, with standard deviations in parentheses, for each variable rescaled to run from a 
low of 0 to a high of 100. 
 
Sources: Australian Election Studies, 1990 (n=2037), 1993 (weighted n= 2388), 1996 (n=1797), 1998 
(n=1897), 2001 (n=2010), 2004 (n=1769). 
 
 
If Table 1 establishes that there are some interesting trends in political attitudes over 
the period under consideration and that some attitudes are more stable over time than 
others, Table 2 contains evidence that there is in fact a relationship between age and 
the political attitudes under examination. This is obviously an essential prerequisite for 
an investigation of the possibility of life cycle versus generational effects. While none of 
the correlations in the table are massive, they are relatively consistent across time for 
most of the attitudes under consideration. The strongest age effect is for political 
interest, followed by left-right self-placement. Only two of the 40-odd entries in the table 
are statistically insignificant. In other words, there are age differences in the selected 
political attitudes at each point in time that we can examine and track changes in. 
 
Table 3 provides a sense of the relative sizes of the different birth cohorts within the 
survey samples. This helps give a sense of the impact on the overall balance of 
attitudes when a particular cohort begins to die out and when a new cohort starts to 
grow. The selection and identification of cohorts is necessarily always a somewhat 
arbitrary matter. For the purposes of this exercise five cohorts have been identified: a 
pre-depression cohort, a depression/war cohort, a post-war ‘baby boomer’ cohort, a 
sixties to mid-seventies cohort and a post-1975 cohort. The oldest cohort gradually 
exits from the electorate over this period while the youngest cohort only begins to enter 
the electorate in the middle of the 1990s. The table shows in particular how the oldest 
cohort declines in size while the youngest cohorts increase and then level off. The 
middle cohorts remain relatively stable in size over the decade and a half. 
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Table 2: Correlations between Age and Political Attitude Variables, 1990 – 2004 a 
 
 
 Correlation with Age 
 
 1990 1993 1996 1998 2001 2004 
 
 
Interest in Politics 
 
Strength of Party Identification 
 
Direction of Party Identification 
 
Left-Right Self Placement 
 
Opposition to Trade Unions 
 
Opposition to Big Business 
 
Opposition to Australia becoming a Republic 
 
 
.17 
 
.13 
 
.12 
 
.19 
 
.11 
 
.01 
 
- 
 
.19 
 
.10 
 
.11 
 
.21 
 
.17 
 
.08 
 
.23 
 
.23 
 
.09 
 
.10 
 
.21 
 
.12 
 
.12 
 
.15 
 
.26 
 
.11 
 
.15 
 
.19 
 
.14 
 
.15 
 
.14 
 
.27 
 
.12 
 
.09 
 
.18 
 
.12 
 
.09 
 
.13 
 
.19 
 
.10 
 
.04 
 
.22 
 
.06 
 
.07 
 
.12 
 
a Entries are Pearson product moment correlations.  All are statistically significant at the .01 level, except 
for the correlation for opposition to trade unions in 2004, which is significant at the .05 level and 
opposition to big business in 1990 and direction of party identification in 2004, which are not statistically 
significant. 
 
Sources: Australian Election Studies, 1990 (n=2037), 1993 (weighted n= 2388), 1996 (n=1797), 1998 
(n=1897), 2001 (n=2010), 2004 (n=1769). 
 
 
 
Table 3: Distribution of Birth Cohorts, 1990 – 2004 (percentage in sample) 
 
 1990 1993 1996 1998 2001 2004 
 
 
Birth Cohort: 
 
1930 and before 
 
1931 to 1945 
 
1946 to 1960 
 
1961 to 1975 
 
Post 1975 
 
Total 
 
 
 
 
 24 
 
 22 
 
 36 
 
 18 
 
- 
 
100 
 
 
 
 24 
 
 26 
 
 32 
 
 19 
 
- 
 
100 
 
 
 
 16 
 
 21 
 
 33 
 
 27 
 
   3 
 
100 
 
 
 
 13 
 
 23 
 
 34 
 
 24 
 
   6 
 
100 
 
 
 
 11 
 
 23 
 
 31 
 
 27 
 
   9 
 
100 
 
 
 
 10 
 
 22 
 
 34 
 
 22 
 
 13 
 
100 
 
 
Sources: Australian Election Studies, 1990 (n=2037), 1993 (weighted n= 2388), 1996 (n=1797), 1998 
(n=1897), 2001 (n=2010), 2004 (n=1769). 
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Analysis 
 
 
Figures 2 to 8 plot means for each birth cohort in relation to each of the political 
attitudes under examination across each of the six time points from 1990 to 2004. What 
we are looking for in these graphs is patterns that will reveal whether essentially the 
age-attitude relationships are products of life cycle or generational replacement effects. 
Based on the conceptual depiction in Figure 1, in practical terms this means we are 
looking to see whether the lines for the birth cohorts slope upward over time, which 
would indicate life cycle effects, or progress horizontally across the graph, which would 
indicate generational replacement effects. Of course, in practice we might also expect 
to see certain variations on these two main possibilities, partly due to the possibility of 
sampling fluctuations and partly due to the possibility of period-specific effects whereby 
all or some cohorts might move sharply in a particular direction for a short time. 
 
 
Figure 2: Interest in Politics by Birth Cohort, 1990 – 2004 a 
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a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
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The analytic strategy in this section involves consideration of the seven different graphs 
collectively, for the most part. Some discussion is devoted to the case of particular 
attitudes, but for the purposes of addressing the key theoretical question of the paper, it 
is more illuminating to consider the results altogether. One expectation is that some 
broad differences could possibly be expected between general orientations towards 
politics and attitudes towards political issues (Bean, 1991). The former include 
orientations such as political interest and strength of partisanship, while examples of 
the latter are attitudes towards unions, business and republicanism. It is conceivable 
that general political orientations may be more likely to reflect life cycle patterns, as 
voters’ connection with the political system intensifies with age and experience, while 
attitudes towards issues may be more likely to exhibit generational patterns, reflecting 
socialisation influences. 
 
 
Figure 3: Strength of Party Identification by Birth Cohort, 1990 – 2004 a
 
 
 
49
43
50
42
44
37
47
52
47
50
49 49
43
44
42
41
42
39
4039
37
40
40
42
36 363635
30
35
40
45
50
55
1990 1993 1996 1998 2001 2004
Year
M
ea
n
1930 and before
1931 to 1945
1946 to 1960
1961 to 1975
Post 1975
 
 
 
a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
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The graphs depicting changes in interest in politics by birth cohort and strength of party 
identification (Figures 2 and 3 respectively) provide some support for this predicted 
differentiation of patterns. In the case of strength of party identification, for example, in 
general all birth cohorts except the pre-1930 cohort display the upward slope that 
characterises a life cycle pattern. In particular the lines for pre-war and post-war 
cohorts slop upwards in the expected manner and, notwithstanding some fluctuations 
in the middle of the time period, the 1961 to 1975 cohort largely follows this pattern 
also, especially with respect to the beginning and end time points.  For interest in 
politics, the two youngest cohorts slop upwards across the time period, while the three 
oldest cohorts maintain relatively stable positions.  
 
 
Figure 4: Direction of Party Identification by Both Cohort, 1990 2004 a
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a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
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The graph for direction of party identification is interesting in that it shows clear 
evidence of the impact of period effects (Figure 4). Particularly for the younger cohorts, 
we see the impact of Labor Party dominance in the early 1990s, followed by a move 
towards the coalition when it won office in 1996. The close election of 1998 coincided 
with a move back towards Labor, but thereafter the birth cohorts have increasingly 
swung towards the coalition. Despite the general effects across cohorts of these 
political swings, there is also evidence in Figure 4 of generational effects in terms of the 
separation of the two oldest cohorts from the three youngest ones. Those who came of 
age in an earlier era of coalition dominance have a distinct tendency to favour the 
conservative parties irrespective of the outcome of each election, while the younger 
cohort who have experience a substantial period of Labor electoral success are 
distinctly more inclined to favour that party by comparison (see also McAllister and 
Bean, 1997).  
 
 
Figure 5: Left-Right Self-Placement by Birth Cohort, 1990 – 2004 a
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a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
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Figure 6: Opposition to Trade Unions by Birth Cohort, 1990 – 2004 a
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a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
 
 
Interestingly, this differentiation between the political orientations of the pre-war birth 
cohorts and the post-war cohorts, a phenomenon that has been observed in 
international contexts (Inglehart, 1990), is also evident to some extent in Figures 5, 6 
and 8 and to some extent in Figures 2 and 3. With respect to Figure 5 more 
specifically, in addition to a clear separation between the older and younger cohorts, 
the data for left-right self-placement conform quite closely to the generational 
replacement pattern of birth cohort attitudinal differentiation. With only the slight 
exception of the youngest age group, each cohort enters and exits the time period at 
virtually the same point on the attitude scale and exhibits only minor variations during 
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the period, so that the clear picture in this graph is one of more or less horizontal lines. 
In other words, given that the younger cohorts tend more to the left than the older 
cohorts, this is a case where over time we might expect the balance in the electorate 
gradually to swing from the right of centre more towards the centre and then eventually 
toward the left, as the older right-leaning cohorts are replaced by the younger left-
leaning cohorts. 
 
 
Table 7: Opposition to Big Business by Birth Cohort, 1990 – 2004 a
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a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
 
 
Figures 6 and 7, depicting opposition to trade unions and big business, respectively, 
both show the hallmarks of period effects, in complementary directions. In an era in 
which union power has declined and big business has expanded, opposition to trade 
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unions has fallen amongst all cohorts while at the same time opposition to big business 
has increased. Given the economic and political context of this period, together with the 
fact that in the case of opposition to trade unions the initial stances of the different 
cohorts have weakened rather than firmed, the period effect explanation seems likely 
to more accurately account for the movement in attitudes than any kind of life cycle 
effect in this case. 
 
 
Figure 8: Opposition to Australia Becoming a Republic by Birth Cohort, 1993 – 2004  a
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a Entries are means with variable scaled from 0 to 100. 
 
 
Finally, we come to Figure 8, which tracks opposition to Australia becoming a republic 
(no comparable item was asked in the 1990 survey). An earlier study found that 
attitudes on the republican question conformed largely to the generational replacement 
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model (Bean, 1993) and so too do the lines in Figure 8. Note, however, that in 1998, 
the year prior to the constitutional referendum on the republican issue, there is 
evidence of a weakening of opposition amongst all age cohorts. Ironically, this 
generalised increase in support for a republic did not translate into specific support for 
the question as it was posed in the referendum itself. It is also interesting to note that 
the very youngest cohort, that just began to enter the electorate in 1996, shows slightly 
higher levels of opposition to a republic than the next youngest cohort. This is another 
example, however, of a political issue on which the post-war cohorts as collectively 
distinguished in their support of a republic from the pre-war cohorts. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
It is probably not surprising that the data that have formed the basis for the analysis in 
this paper provide some evidence in support of life cycle, or maturation, effects and 
some in support of generational replacement, or socialisation, effects as accounting for 
observed patterns of relationship between age and political attitudes. In addition is the 
fact that in a number of cases the patterns over time also clearly reflect the influence of 
period-specific events and developments. There is some support for the suggestion 
that general political orientations will give rise to life cycle effects and attitudes towards 
political issues will give rise to generational replacement effects. The balance of the 
evidence, viewed across all the data under consideration, however, appears to lean 
towards a stronger role overall for the influence of generations. In some instances there 
is evidence of both processes at work among different cohorts on the same variable. It 
is also quite possible, of course, that a different selection of variables might have 
generated a somewhat different set of findings. 
 
The experience of this analysis would also imply that six time points measured over a 
decade and a half is still not a long enough period over which to get a really firm sense 
of the kinds of patterns the analysis was attempting to observe. It may be that only with 
twice the length of time and twice the number of observations would we have the 
necessary scope for untangling the various effects on the age-attitude relationship and 
also the various confounding effects such as those caused by specific events in 
specific periods. As is so often the case when theory is applied to real world 
observations, the reality appears to be less a matter of either life cycle or generational 
replacement and more a complex mix of life cycle, generational and period effects. 
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